M‘%Tim.u.&. f‘(au':‘)qg'twﬂ-«. 40 «jeo"/

2

Ten years ago, an ecologist and.

an economist with bitterly
opposing world views made a

$1,000 wager over anold

question: Was the earth’s

' growing population running
out of natural resources? It
was the doomster against the
boomster, and this fall

one of them had to pay up.

BY JOHN TIERNEY

N 1980 AN ECOLOGIST AND AN ECONCMIST CHOSE
a refreshingly unacacemic way to resolve their differ-
ences. They bet §1,000. Specifically, the bet was over the
future price of five metals, but at staké was much more
— a view of the plaset's ultimate limits, a vision of
humanity's destiny. It wasa bet between the Cassandra
and the Dr. Panglass of our era.

They lead two intellectual schools — sometimes
called‘ the Malthusians and the Cornucopians, some-
times simply the doomsters and the boomsters — that
use the latest in computer-generated graphs and founda-
tion-generated funds to debate whether the world is
getting better or yoing to the dogs. The argument has
generally been as rruitless as it is old, since the two sides
. never seem to be looking a: the same part of the world at the
: same time, Dr. Pangloss sees farm silos. brimming with
record harvests; Cassandr: sees topsoil ereding and pesticide
seeping into ground water. Dr. Pangloss sees people living
- longer; Cassandra sees ramn forests being decimated_ But in
1980 these opponent: manuged ‘o Gqie= e - tuey 40 chart
and test the global future. They promised to ablde by the
- resuits exactly 10 years later — in October 1990 — and to pay
up out of their own pocicet:..

The bettors, who ha ve 1 ever met in all the years they have
been excoriating each other, are bath 58-year-old professars
who grew up in the Newa:k suburbs. The ecologist, Paul R.
Ehrlich, has been one of the world's better-known scientists
since publishing “The *opulation Bomb™ in 1968. More than
three million copies were sold, and he became perhaps the
only author ever interviewwed for an hour on “The Tonight

John Tiernev is o repurter for The New York Times. He is
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Show.” When he is not teaching at
Stanford University or studying
butterflies in the Rockies, Ehrlich

an generally be found on a plane on
his way (o give a lecture, collect an .
award or appear in an occasional
spot on the “Today” show. This _
summer he won & five-year MacAr-
thur Foundation gramt for $345,000,
and in September he went to Stock-
holm to share hail of the $240,000
Crafoord Prize, the ecologist’s ver.
sion of the Nobel. His many person-
al successes haven't changed his
position in the debate over human-
ity's fate. He is the pessimist.

The economist, Julian L, Simon’
of the University of Maryland, often
speaks of himself as an outcast,
which isn‘'t quite true. His books
carry jacket blurbs from Nobet jau- -
reate economists, and his views
have helped shape policy in Wash.
ington for the past decade. But 5i-
mon’ has certainly pever ‘enjoyed
Ehrlich’s academic success or pop-
ular appeal. On the first Earth Day
in 1970, whijle Ehrlich was in the
national news helping to launch the
environmental movement, Simon
sat in a coilege auditerium listening
as a zoologist, to preat applause,
denounced him as A reactionary
whose work “lacks scholarship or
subsiance.” Simon took revenge,
first by throwing a drink in his crit-
1c's face at a faculty party and then
by becoming the scourge of the en-
vironmentali movement. When he
unveiled his happy wvision of benefi-
cent  technology and human
progress in Science magazine in
1980, it attracted one of the largest
batehes of angry letters in the jour- i
nul's history. )

In some ways, Simon goes be- . R
yond Dr. Pangloss, the tutor in ) N - b0,

“Candide™ who insists that "Altl is B ) iR

for the best in this best of possible worlds.” Simon believes review at America’s lending scientific journal. “Coula thocditm_

thst todsy's world is merely the best so 1ar. Tomorrow's will  have found someone to review Simon's manuscript who had to
be_better_still,.because it will have movre. people producing ——take off.his shoes.1o.count 0. 202~ Ll

more bright ideas. He argues that population growth consti.  writlen with his wife, Anne, aise an ecologist at Stanford; They-=-

lutesx not a crisis but, in. the long run, a boon that will prowvided the simple arithmetic: the planet’s resources had to be

ultimutely meun a cieaner environment, i nealthier humamity  divided among a population that was then growing at.the

and more abundant supplies of [ood ami raw matrials for unprecedented rate of 73 miilion people a year, The Ehriichs .
cveryone. And this progress can go on imlefinitely secause — colled Simon the lender of 8 “space-age cargo cull * of economiats -
“incredible nt it may seem at first,” he wrote in his 1980 convinced that new resources would miracuiousty fall from the -
article — the pianet’s resources are actualy not finite. Simon  heavens. For years the Ehrlichs had been trying to explaim the - NS Covers " e
ulné found room in the article 10 criticize, ameng others, _ ecotogicai concept of "carrying capacity™.to these-sconomiste— or ool twe stieN
Ehrlich, Barry Commoner, Newsweek, (he Nationei Wiidlife They had been warning that population growth was cutstripping-  of mickale; & the e/ the’
Federation and the secretary general of the United MNations. it ——theearth's supplies of food, {resh water and minerals. But they: - tungstow innards of
wux titled “Ressurces, Population, Environment: An Oversup-  couldn't get the economists to listen. - bulls and & ol
ply of False Bad News." : “To expiain to one of them the inevitability of no growth in” - Ry :

An irate Ehrlich wondered how the article had passed peer  the material sector, or ... that (Continued on Page M} -
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Corttinued from Page 53

commuodities must become ex-
pensive” the Ehrlichs wrote,
“would be like attempting to
explain odd-day-evenday gas
disiribution to a cranberry.”
Ehrlich decided to put his
money where his mouth was
by res;ponding to an open chal-
lenge issued by Simon to all
Maithusians. Simon offered to
let anyone pick any natural
resource — grain, oil, coal,
tinber, metals = and any fu-
ture date. I the resource real-
ly weire to become scarcer as
the world’s population grew,
then i:s price should rise. Si-
mon wanted to bet that the
price ‘would instead decline by
the: appointed date. Ehrlich de-
risive:y announced that he
would “accept Simon's aston-
ishing offer before other
greedy people jump in’ He
then formed a consortium with
Jonn Harte and John F. Hol-
drzn, colleagues at the Univer-
sity of California at Berkeley
sp=ciihizing in energy and re-
50.4r¢ 2 questions.

[n ¢October 1980 the Ehriich
group: bet $1,000 on five metals
— chrome, copper, nickel, tin
ard tungsten — in quantities
that « ach cost $200 in the cur-
rent market. A futures con-
tract was drawn up obligating
Simon to sell Ehrlich, Harte
and tloldren these same quan-
tities of the metals 10 years
fater but at 1980 prices. If the
1590 combined prices turned
ont t2 be higher than $1,000,
¢ Simon would pay them the dif-
, ference in cash. If prices fell,
they would pay him. The con-
tract was signed, and Ehrlich
and s3imon went on attacking
each other throughout the
1480 5. During that decade the
world's population grew by
niore: than 800 million, the
grea.est increase in history,
and the store of metals buried
il tha earth’s crust did not get
any .arger.

" yopulation, when uncheched,
‘tncreases in @ geometrical
ratio. Subsistence increases
only in an arithmetical ratio.

— Thomas Robert Malthus,

-

PPopadation Outgrows Food,
Lcientists Warn the World

— Front-page headline in
“"he New York Times, Sept.
13, 1948, over an article about
1he “dark outlook for the hu-
man race” due 10 “overpopu-
latian and the dwindling of
atiral resources.”
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ing that “the cost of nacurat
resources is going up” as in-
creasing population ushers in
the “Age of Scarcity.”

The earth has Umited re-
sources, and if we don’t recy-
cle them we use them up.,

— Meredith Baxter-Bir-
ney, who played the mother
on the “Family Ties" televi-
Si0n show, in a recent Green-
peace public-service mes-
sage showing the family
sorting garbage in the living
room.

-

IT IS SUCH AN OBVIOUS
proposition in a finite worid:
things run out. It must have |
occurred to Homo habilis
while searching for rocks to
make the first tools 2.5 mil-
fion years sgo. Aristotle and
Plato shared the same con-
cerns as the “Family Ties"
cast. The American Indians
put it nicely in a proverb that
has been adopted as a slogan
by today’s environmentalists:
“We do not inherit the earth
from our parents. We horrow
it from our children” The
idea shapes our personal ac-

tions when we bundle news-
papers to avaid runiting out of
woud for paper and iand for
garbage dumps. It affects our
national , policies when we
send soldiers into the Persian
Gulf to prevent Saddam Hus-
sein from getting a “strapgie-
hold” on the dwindling- sup-
plies of oil. It is the fear Paul
Ehrlich raised in 1974: “What
will we do when the pumps
run dry?”

The counterargument is
not nearly as intuitively con-
vittcing. It has generally con-
sisted of a simple question;
Why haven't things run out
yet? The ones asking this
question now tend to be econ-
omists, which is a switch,

~since their predecessogrs
were the ones who initiated
the modern preoccupation
with resource scarcity. Eco-
nomics was first called “the
dismal science” in the last
century because of Maithus's
predictions of mass starva-
tion. He had many succes-
sors, the most eloquent of
whom perhaps was a British
economist named William
Stanley jevons.

In 1865 Jevons published
“The Coal Question: An Inqui-
ry Concerning the Progress
of the Nation, and the Proba-
ble Exhausuon of Our Coal
Mintes."” In most ways, it was
quite similar to the books
that appeared during the en-
ergy crisis of the 1970's.
There were graphs showing
vl anrves of popula-
Vo una coa: consumption
shooting upwards, and charts
showing estimates of woeful-
ly inadequate coal reserves.
“The conclusion is inevila-

16

tHe " Jevans wrate, "that our
preseat happy progressive
cordition is a thing of limited
duyation™

Unlike the prophets a cen-
tury later, though, Jevons
was ol sure 1hat the answer
was mandatory conserva-
tion. At first glunce, he wrote,
there seemec to be a clear
tate for the Government's
liriting industry's proftigate
e gy use Yo disperse so
lavishly the cream of our
minsral wealh is tobe spend-
thii'ts of our capital — (o
part with that which will nev-
er came back.” He warned

thut this might lead to the .

sutlen collapse of British
civilization. Yet he noted that
mich of that civilization,
such as “our rich literature
and philosoptiy,” might never
have existed without “the lav-
ish expenditure of our mate-
riil energy” taat “redeemed
us rom dullness and degra-

dztwan a century ago.” Ta re- |

duce coal consumption might
orls bring beck stagnarion,
he: cautioned, and he ended
his book with a sentence in
itilics: “We have to make the
momentous (hoice between
brtzf greatress and longer
cortinued mediocrizy ™

There were many other
sightings o7 the end aof the
lode. An energy crisis arose
i1 the middie of the 19th cen-
tury, when the dwindling sup-
ply of whales drove up the
cost of lighting homes with oil
lamps and tallow candles, In
1905  President Theodore
Jtoosevelt warned of an
American v t.mber famine,” a
concem thut prompted a pro-
pposal to ban Christmas trees.
Ire 1926 the Federal Oil Con-
servation Board announced
‘hat the Usited States had a
seven-year supply of petro-
lewm left.

Nawralisis gradually re-
placed economists as the
caief doomsayers. They dom-
mated tn2  conservation
movement early this century,
and in 184§ two of them —
Fairfield Jsbhorn, the presi-
cent of the Hew York Zoologi-
cal Society, and an ornitholo-
£ist named William Vogt —
started a national debate by
publishing popular books:
“Our Plurcered Planet” and
“Road to jurvival” respec.
tively. Both men wamed of
vverpapulation, dwindling re-
sources and future famines.
Vogt's book: lamented the loss
of “such iireplaceable capital
‘00ds as +oils and minerais,™
Vogt was especially worried
about one of the metais that
turned up clecades later in the
Ehrlich-Simon bet, warning
that “we raight go to war to
ensure ac cess to tin sources.”
The work!'s supply of agricul-
tural laikl, he wrote, was
“shrinking fast”™ and “every

yeéar prodocing less food”
America's recent bumper
crops were “accidents of fa-
vorable weather.” Since the
United States was salready
overpopulated, “a falt in liv-
ing standards is unavoid-
able” And if humanity did
not follow Vogt's “Road to
Survival™ — conservation
and population control -~
there was the alternate route
presented in the boolr's last
sentence: “Like Gadarene
swine, we shall rush down a
war-torn slope to a barbarian
existence in the blackened
rubble.”

Both books made an im-
pression on the leen-age Paul
Ehrlich. He was already a
naturalist himself, thanks to
a mentor at the American
Museum of Natural History
in New York who encouraged
him to study butterflies and
publish papers while he was
still a high-schoo!f student in
New Jersey, Ehrlich went on
o study zoology at the Uni-
versity of Pennsyivania. He
married Anne in 1954 while in
graduate school at the Uni-
versity of Kansas, and they
put their Malthusian princi-
ples into practice by limiting
themselves 1o one child. Ehr-
lich had a vasectomy in 1963,
shortly after getting tenure
at Stanford.

In the mid-60's, Ehrlich
started giving public iectures
about the population prob-
lem. One caught the attention
of David Brower, then execu-
tive director of the Sierra
Club, who led him ta Ballan-
tine Books. Rushing to pub-
lish his message in time for
the 1968 Presidential elec-
tion, Ehrlich produced what
may be the all-time ecologi-
cal best seller, “The Popula-
tion Bomb.”

It was “The Tonight Show"
that made him and his book
famous. As Ehrlich remem-
bers it, Joan Rivers went en
first, telling jokes about her
honeymoon night ¢“I said,
“Turn off the lights . . . turn off
the lights ... shu! the car
door.” ”}. Then there was a
starlet whose one-word an-
swers made things so awk-
ward that Ehrlich was
rushed on early to rescue
Johnny Carson.

“Iwent on and did basicalty
a monologue,” Ehrlich re-
calls. “I'd talk until the com-
mercial, and during the
break I'd feed Johnny a ques-
tion, and then I'd answer it
until the next commercial. I
got the highest compliment
after the show, when I was
walking behind Johnny and
Ed McMahon up the stairs,
and ! heard Johnny say, ‘Boy,
Paul really saved the show.” ™

“The Tonight Show™ got
more than 5,000 letters about
Ehrlich’'s  appearance, the

Among
academcs,
Simon seems to
be gaining in
the debate. But
he 1s stull far
behind Ehrlich
in winnirg over
the pubdic.

first of many on the program.
Ehrlich has heer, deluged
ever since with. rejuests for
lectures, interv.ew: and opin-
ions, He is u rare hiybrid: the
academic who keeps his pro-
fessional reputation intact
while pleasing th: masses,
Scientists praise 1is papers
on butterflies and textbooks
on ecology; talk-show hosts
tout his popuiar books and
love his atfab.y tlunt style.
He has pever been one 1o
mince wor«is ¢ hedge predic-
tions.

“The Porpula ion Bormb” be-
gam: “The batt e to feed all of
humanity is over. In the
1570's the wor d will undergo
famines — hundieds of mil-
ltons of pooplz are going to
starve 1o death.” FEhriich
wrote that “nathiyg can pre-
vent a substantial increase in
the world death rate” and
that America’s “vast agricui-
tural surpluses are gone.”

Six years la :er, in a book he
wrote with hi:. wite, “The End
of Affluerce,” he raised the
death toil. Th2 book told of a
“nutritional  disaster that
seems likaly to ¢ vertake hu-
manity ir thz 1170's (or, at
the latest the: 1930°s). Due to

. a combinaticn ol ignorance,

greed anc calousness, a situ-
ation has be:an created that
could lead to 1 bi lien or more
people sarving to death”
The boak prediced that “be-
fore 1985 mankiad will enter
a genuin: ape of scarcity” in
which *“the actessible sup:
plies of many tey minera(s
will be nearin;; depletion.”
Shortages woull be felt in
America as well as the rest of
the world. “ne general pre-
diction can be made with con-
fidence: the cost of feeding
yourself anc your family will
continue to increase. There
may be minor fiuctuations in
food prices but the overall
trend will be up™

Ehrlich was right about
one thing: the world’s popu-
lation did grow. It is now 5.3
billien, 1.8 Lilticrt larger ¢han
when he publisned “The Pop-
ulation Bomb." Yel some-
how the aver:.ge person is

healthier, wealthier and bet-
ter fed than in 1868. The pre-
dicted rise in the world
death rate has yet to materi-
alize — infant mortality has
declined and life expectancy
has increased, most dramat-
ically in the third world.
There have been famines in
countries afflicted by war,
drought and disastrous agri-
cultural policles, but the
number of peapie affected
by famines has been declin-
ing steadily during the past
three decades. In fact, the
aumber is much lower than
it was during the same dec-
ades of the last century,
even though the world's pop-
ulation is much larger. Ex-
rts argue about how much
ihunger remains in the world,
‘but they generally agree
ithat the average person in
Ithe third world is better
inourished today than in 1968,
'Foad production has in-
creased faster than popula-
tion since the publication of
“The Population Bomb,” just
as it has since the books of
Vogt, Osborn and Malthus.
Perhaps the best way ta see
what has happened to food
prices — and to get a glimpse
of the Malthusian mind-set —
is 1o consider a graph from
Lester E. Brown, another
widely gquoted doomster.
HBrown has long been the chief
source for Ehrlich and other
ecologists on trends in agri-
culture — “the best persan in
the country on the subject” in
Ehrtich's words, Brown is the
presiderit of the Worldwatch
Institute  in  Washington,
which makes news each year
with what it calls the worid's
most widely used public-paii-
¢y document, its “State of the
World” report. This year's re-
port includes a graph, below,
of grain prices that is inter-
esting for a couple of reasons:

Consider, first of all, how it
compares with Brown's pre-
‘dictions of a decade ago. He
was pessimistic then for the
same reasons that Ehrlich,
Vogt and Dsborn had been: ris-
ing population, vanishing top-
soil, the growing deper *~--
on “non-sustainable” uses of
irrigation, fertilizer, pesti-
cides. “The period of global
food security is over,” Brown
wrote in 1981. “As the demand
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for food continues 1o press against the
supply, inevitably real food prices will
rise. The question no longer scems to
be whether they will rise but how
much.” But as the graph shows, grain
prices promptly fell and reached his-
toric lows during the 1980's, continuing
a long-term decline that dates back to
the days of Vogt and Osborn (and Mal-
thus, too, il you extended the graph).

ATOWE]

Now ¢cnsider how Brown analyzes
this data. In a chapter titled “The
liusion of Progress” in this year's
report, he focuses not on the long-
term trend but on the blips in the
graph in 1988 and 1989 — when prices
rose be:zuse of factors like drought
and & United States Government pro-
gram that took (armland out of pro-
duction Looking ahead to the 1990's,

Brown writes, "The {irst concrele
economic indication of broad-npased
environmental deterioration new
seems likely to be rising grain
prices.”

We are barely into the 1990, but 50
far Brown's poor track recurd is in-
tact. Grain prices have plumrnet2d
since he published his predict:on at
the start of the year. The bl.ps in the
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late 1980’s caused farmers to do what
they azlways do when prices rige:
plant more crops. The price of wheat
has fallen by more than 40 percent in
the past year, and if you plotted {t on
that graph, it would be at yet another
alitime low. Once again Malthus's

day of reckoning will have ta be re-
scheduled.

ULIAN SIMON REMEMBERS

his first glimpse of Paul Ehrlich

as being ooe of the more frustrat-

ing moments of his life. It was
during the Earth Day furor two dec-
ades ago. Simon was sitting at home
in Urbana, 1ll., Ehrlich was on “The
Tanight Show” and Johnny Carson
was enthralled.

“Carson, the most unimpressable
of people, had this look of stupefied
admiration,” Simon recalls. “He'd
throw out a question about population
growth and Ehrlich would start out
by saying, “Well, it's really very sim-
ple, Johnny.' Now the one thing 1
knew in thase days about population
was that nothing about it is simple,
But what could I do? Go talk to five
people? Here was a guy reaching a
vast audience, leading this jugger-
naut of environmentalist hysteria,
and I felt utterly helpless.™

At this point, Simon was still in the
early stages of Cornucopianism. He
had started out as a Malthusian. Af-
ter studying psychology at Harvard
University and receiving a doctorate
in business economics from the Uni-
versity of Chicago, he joined the fac
ulty at the University of Iilinois in
‘1963. He was an expert in mail-order
marketing ~- his book on the topic
sold 200,000 copies, more than any he
has written since — and was looking
for something else 10 do when he
heard the grim predictions atout
overpopulation. In the late 1960's he
began publishing papers on using
marketing tools and economic incen
tives to persuade women to have {=w.
er babies. But then he came acress
work by economists showing that
countries - with - rapid populaton
growth were not suffering more than
other countries. In fact, many were
doing better. He aiso came acruss a
book, “Scarcity and Growth™ pub-
lished in 1963 with the help of Re
sources for the Future, a conserva.
tion group dominated by economisis.

~ The book was a revelation to him: iz
provided the empirical foundations of
Cornucopianism. The authors, Hzrold
J. Barnett and Chandler M
tracked .the price of natural re
sources back to 1870 and found ta
the price of virtually everything r=d
falien. The average worker 4adzy
could buy more coal with an ;s
pay than he could. when “The €zl
Question” was published in the |zst
century, just as he could huy rere
meitals . e
actually getting less scarce as popu-
lation grew.

The evidence inspired the bowengfrr
view of history, which was then o
fined by Simon andg others, hke
Charles Maurice and - Charlzz W
Smithson. These econamists
Texas A & M University, loo
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become scarce, but people vesponded
with innovations. They found new
supplies or practiced conservation.
They managed to recycle without the
benefit of government policies or
moral exhortations from Green-
peace. Stane Age tribes in areas short
of flint learned to resharpen their
tools instead of discarding them as

tribes did in flint-rich areas.

Often the temporary scarcity led to
a much betier substitute. The Greeks®
great transition from the Bronze Age
w the Tron Age 3,000 years ago, ac-
cording t3» Maurice and Smithson,
vas inspired by a disruption of trade
due to wars. in the eastern Mediterra-
nean. The disruption produced a
shortage 2! the tin needed to make
bronze, awl the Greeks responded 1o

the bronze crisis by starting (o use
iron. Similarly, timber shortages it
16th-century Britain ushered in the
age of coal; the scarcity of whale oi|
around 1850 led to the tirst oil weil in
1859. Temporary shortages do occur,
but Cornucopians argue that as long
as povernment doesn’t interfere - -'by
mandating conservation or setting
the sort of price controls that pro-
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duced America’s gas lines of the
1970’s — peopie will find alternatives
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“Natural resources are not finite.
Yes, you read correctly,” Simon
wrote in his 1981 manifesto, “The
Ultimate Resource.” The title re-
ferred to human ingenuity, which
Simon believed could go on indefi-
nitely expanding the planet's carry-
ing capacity. This idea marked the
crucial difference bhetween Simaon
and Ehrlich, and between econo-
mists and ecologists: the view of the
world not as an closed ecosystem
but as an flexible marketplace. The
concept of carrying capacity might
make sense in discussing. Ehrlich's
butterflies or Vogt's “Gadarene
swine,” but Simon rejected animal
analogies, He liked to quote the 19th-
century economist Henry George:
“Both the jayhawk and the man eat
chickens, but the more jayhawks,
the fewer chickens, while the more
men, the-more chickens.”

Of course, men can also produce
mare poliution than jayhawks, and
Simon conceded that the market-
place did need some regulation. But
he insisted that environmental crises
were being exaggerated. He and an-
ather leading boomster, Herman
Kahn, edited a book in 1984, “The
Resourceful Earth,” rebutting the
gloomy forecasts of the Govern-
ment’s “Global 2000 Report” pre-
pared under President Carter. Thair
book was replete with graphs show-
ing that, by most measures, Ameri-
ca's air and water had been getting
cleaner for decades, thanks partly o
greater affluence (richer societies
can afford to pay for pollution con-
trols like sewage treatment) and
partly 1o the progress of technology
(the pollution from cars today in New
York City is nothing compared to the
soot from coal-burning furnaces and
the solid-waste from horses at the
turn of the century). Simon asserted
that innovations would take care of
new forms of pollution, and he set
about disputing the various alarming
estimates of tropical deforestation,
species extinction, eroding topsoil,
Paved-over farmland and declining
fisheries. oL

“As soon as one predicted disaster
doesn’t occur, the deomsayers skip o
another,” Simon complains. “There’s
nothing wrong with worrying about
new problems — we need problems
50 we can come up with solutions thar
leave us better off than if they'd never
come up in the first place. But why
don't the doomsayers see that, in the
aggregate, things are petting beuer?
Why do they-always think.we're zz a
turning point — or at the end of tha
road? They deny our creative powers
for solutions. It's only because we
used those powers so well in the past
that we can afford to worry zhour
things ‘like losing species and -wer-
lands. Until we' got so rich znd
healthy and productive at agrizul-
ture, a wetland was a swamp n
malarial mosquitoes that you hz~ 1o
drain s¢ you could have croplar: 1
feed your family.”

Stmon's fiercest battle has peen
against Paul Ehrlich's idea tha: e
worid has 100 many people. The ~wn

PR




nave never debated direcuy
— Ehrtich has always re-
fused, saying that Simon is a
“iringe chacacter” — but
they have lambasted each
other in scholarly journal ar-
ticles with titles like “An
Economist in Wonderland”
and “Paal Ehrlich Saying It
Is So Doesn't Make It So.”
Simon acknowledges that ris-
ing population causes short-
term problems, because it
means more children to {eed
. and raise. But he maintains
< that there are loag-term
benefits when those children
become  productive, re-
sourceful adults. He has sup-
perted making abortion and
family-planning services
available to women to give
them more freedom, but he
has vehemently opposed pro-
grams that tell people how
many children to have. He

attacked Larhich tor suggest-
ing that governments should
consider using coercion to
limit family size and for en-
dorsing the starling idea
that the iJnited Stat2s should
consider cutting off food aid
0 countnes that refuse to
control population growth.
Among academics, Simon
seems o be gaining in the
debate. Many scientists are
still uncomnfortable with his
Sweeping optimism about the
future — there is r¢ guaran-
tee, after i, that past trends
will continwe — and most
popuiation experts are not
sure that the curvest vate of
population growth in the third
world is going to bring the
long-term benefits predicted
by Simon_ But the consensus
has- been shifting against
Ehrlich’s idea of population
growth as the great evil §i-

- FIVE EASY
PIECLES

The sparis of victory: a
sheet of olelations cnd,
nast i hariant, a chack
Jrom Ein lich to Sinien,
The priver of alf the
wagered rietals decijred
between 1980 and 1990,

" CHROME
{S1.2818S.)

NICKEL
[65.32LBS.}

N
(Zrs. 1185}

(13.64L85.}

While ail prices shawn are in 1980 dollars,
-he bet was pasd in 1990 dollars. The
~uger onginaliy concerned a form of
uagsten that i no longer on the market
Feth sides agreed 1o substitute $200 worth
o rungsLen gawder.

9

1980

£
1.990
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CLUSTRATIONS ROSS MacOONALD

mon's work helpea prompt
the National Academy of Sci-
ences to prepare a 1985 re-
port, which noted that there
was no clear evidence that
population growth makes
countries poorer. It conclud-
ed that slower population
grewth would probably bene-
fit third world countries, but
argued that other factors,
like a country’s econoic
structure and political insti-
tutions, were much more im-
portant to social well-being.
‘The report opposed the notion
of using government coercion
to control family size. It not-
ed that most experis expect-
ed the world food situation to
continue improving, and it
concluded that, for the fore-
seeable future, “the scarcity
of exhaustible resources is at
most 2 minor constraint on
economic growth."”

But Simon is still far behind
when it comes 1o winning
over the general public. This
past Earth Day he did nat
fare much better than he did
in 1970. Ehrlich was still the
one all over national televi-
sion. In the weels leading up
to Earth Day in April, Ehr-
lich did spots for the “Today"
show and appeared on other
programs promoting his new
book, “The Population Exple-
sion,” which declares that
“the population bomb has det-
onated.” At the big Earth Day
rally in Washington, Ehrlich
was one of the many Malthu-
sians warning that this was
humanity’s last chance to
save the planet. It was a
scene to make Cornucopians
wonder if the ancient Greeks
who described Cassandra’s
curse — fated to be always
right but never heeded — had
gotten it precisely backward.
The crowd of more than
200,000 applauded heartily af-
ter Ehrlich told them that
population growth could
produce a world in which
their grandchitdren would en-
dure food riots in the streets
of America,

Ehrlich did not mention Si-
mon by name, aithough he did
refer to him at another event
that Earth Day weekend, a
symposium of ecologists in-
side the domed auditorium of
the Smithsonian's National
Museum of Natural History.
The symposium was devoted
to the question of natural re-

sources — “Population and
Scarcity: The Forgotten Di-
mensions” ~— and Ehrlich

tatked about humanity squan-
dering irreplaceable capirtal.
He praised a colleague who
had advocated the idea of gov-
ermnments’ sStopping economic
growth by setting quotas on
the amount of resources that
could be used each year. Ehr-
lich criticized the shortsight-
edness of croppmists ard ke

got a laugh when he alluded to
Simon's book: “The ultimate
resource — the one thing we’ll
never run out of is im beciles.”

That same +«ay Simon
spoke only a block away in a
small, low-ceilinged confer-
ence room at anuther Earth
Day symposium. it was spon-
sored by the Competitive En-
terprise Institute, = group
that explores free-merket so-
lutions to enviroamental
problems. In aa inten;e, quiet
voice, Simon declared that
the Malthusians “ mut either
turn a blind eye t3 the scien-
tifc evidence or be blatantly
dishonest intellectua ly.” He
spoke of population growth
representing “a victery over
death,” because it was due to
the doubling or lif : expectan-
cy since the Indu:trial Revo-
lution. “This is ar. incredible
gain. Human histcry 1as nev-
er shown any sclievement to
hold a candle 10 tha. You'd
expect lovers cf human life to
be jumping with joy at this
incredible success. . nstead,
across the street wdo've got
them lamenting thal there
are so many p2op.e alive,”

He seemed a littl disap-
pointed that there were only
16 people in the iud.ence to
celebrate his mies: ag:.. “Well,
there may be more of them
over there,” Simoa said, ges-
turing toward the place
where Ehrlich wa s sy eaking,
“but we're happie.”

THE BET 'WA: SET-
tled this fall without
ceremony. =hr lich did
not ‘even bothar to write a
letter. He simply mailed Si-
mon a sheet of calculations
about metal prices - - along
with a check tor §575.07. Si-
mon wrote back a thank-you
note, adding that he would be
willing to raise: thz wager o
as much as §20,000, p:nned to
any other resources and to
any other year in “he future.

Each of the five mezals cho-
sen by Ehrlich’s group, when
adjusted for infl:tiori since
1980, had declined it pr ce. The
drop was so sharp, ni..ct, that
Simon would have come out
slightty ahead overal even
without the inilat.on adjust-
ment called fur in the bet
Prices fell for the same Cornu-
copian reasons chey had fallen
in previous decades - - entre-
preneurship and cotinuing
technological imp ~ov:ments.
Prospectors found new lodes,
such as the nicgel mines
around the world tt.at »nded a
Canadian company s n:ar mo-
nopoly of the market. Thanks
to computers, new michines
and new chemical pri cesses,
there were more: efficient
ways to extract aml re’ine the
ares lor chrome ani the other
metals.

For many usas fhe metals

were repiaced by cheaper ma-
terials, notably plastics, which
became less expensive as the
price of oil declined (even dur-
ing this year's crisis in.the
Persian Gulf, the real cost of
cil remained lower than in
1880). Telephone calls went
through satellites and fiber-op- -
tic lines instead of copper
wires. Ceramics repiaced
tungsten in cutting toois. Cans
were made of aluminum in-
stead of tin, and Vogt's fears
about America going to war
over tin remained unrealized.
The most newsworthy event in
the 1980's concerning that met-
a] was the collapse of the inter-
national tin cartel, which gave
up trying to set prices in 1985

‘when the market became inun-

dated with excess supplies.

Is there a lesson here for
the future?

“Absolutely not,” said Ehr-
lich in an interview. Never-
theless, he has no plans o
take up Simon’s new offer:
“The bet doesn't mean any-
thing. Julian Simon is like the
guy who jumps off the Em-
pire State Building and says
how great things are going so
far as he passes the Il0th
floor. I still think the price of
those metals will go up even-
tually, but that's a minor
point. The resource that wor-
ries me the most is the declin-
ing capacity of aur planet to
buffer itself against human
impacts. Look at the new
problems that have come up:
the ozone hole, acid rain,
globat warming. It's true that
we've Keptup food producnon
— [ underestimated how bad-
ly we'd keep on depleting our
topsoil and ground water -
but 1 have no doubt that
sometime in the next century
foed will be ‘scarce enough
that prices are reafly going to
be high even in the United
States. If we get climate
change and let the ecological
systems keep ruanning down-
hill, we could have a gigantic
population crash™

Simon was not surprised to
hear about Ehrlich's reac-
tion. “Paul Ehrlich has never
been able {o learn from past
experience,” he said, then
launched into the Comucopi-
an line on the greenhouse crj-
5is — how, even in the unlige.
ly event that doomsayers are
right ‘about giobal warmirg,
humanity will find some way
to avert climate change or
adapt, and everyone wil]
emerge the better for it. .t
Simon did not get far into”
argument before anotier
cheery thought occurred
him. He stopped and smile?

“Sa Ehrlich is talking atrs.:
a population crash,” he sz
“That sounds like an e
better way to make mor
'l give him heavy odds -r.
thatonc "=
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hose popu

mrurnmﬁwnrm Eo_om_mn
sSo has anm a nmwmmn of w. rnmng
of ithe )’ dangeis of pupe ntc: .
mwa:.ﬁ T2

“with “ilis mis
who' rmm,Emmm “acareer of wxtol--

Cas

.ﬂ._m bet came to rmrn as a result‘of an mgn_m Emﬂ
mgmﬁmm in The New York Times’ Sunday Magazine Dec.
2. The'article, by Times reporter John .H._m:..mw. mmmnnwmm
a_a sﬁwﬂ. and its backgrourid.’

ract At el B andle

friendly bet, nnm
m_nmnuu_% more ‘at §take than $1,000...
+i¥ Ehilich is probably the most ummumnﬂmn _:E_m neo.
EEEE He cornﬁu that failure to limit human
population growih. wiil iead ro a breakdown in the
planetafy: eco-system - -and an exhaustion of natural
resour¢és! He thinks this is in turn will lead to a sharp
declin€i global living standards if not a massive popula-
aoa Ewom due to'famine anddisease.-
s&o isnot _“-mmn_u as well wsmws__ um__mﬂmm just
e s a growing population will trans-
FS _m@,mu mn%hwn fabundance ' of food and other
{ becaus 3, more’ vmou_m .will_ mean more

ities, more‘new ideasiand discoveries, and the

solutiodt; to' Eoﬁo:«@ﬁ:ﬂmﬁmgm problems. Thanks'to

" human ntelligence ‘and enterprise, he claims, the mmzr.
nnmoﬁ.no .need not- be z:Emr" of as finite. He is con-

el

Poalea A o

mamumm Em foremost muormmamz for s&ﬁ rmm come 8 _um,

cailed cornucopianism; - B

- Edirlich and Simon have cmmn macmcc:nm »S. more
than 20 years. Whea Siinua published an articie outiin-
ing his views in the 1980 issue of Science, Ehrlich called
him the leader of “a space-age cargo cult,” a ummmﬁmnnm to
a New Guinea tribe that considered the cargoin crashed

; aircraft a gift from the gods tried to ::.m down mmn_nc:m_

Emzmm by building airfields. - P
He also accepted a standing bet of m:ﬁos s: pick m:w

. ncEEo&Q — oil, s&aﬁ molybdeniim — and any time
frame. At the end of it Simon maintained, the price of .

the commodity would decline in real terms, Ehrlich and
twd colleagues picked the five metals. The purpose of the
bet’ was to provide an empirical test of two mrm%_w &mmu-
ing views of the future!"

Ehrlich’s loss is being m_mm?:w ucn:umm on cw Eomm
who oppose limiting mwosi_ or even controlling its pace
as'd mears of protécting ﬁ_m environment. They correctly
_.UEE 'out that the wager is not the first time he has been
wrong, In his 1968 book, The Population Bomb, Ehrlich
predicted widespread mma_nm by 1975 unless wovEmzo:
growth was curbed. It ‘didn’t happen. Neither did a
subsequent vwm&ncon that “before 1985 mankind will
€nier a genuine age of ‘searciry® in which “the acceccibia
EE&_mm om many rww B.:m::m 5: be nearing amEm.
n_on. .

Mraunr.m retort is' Emﬂ m:sc: is like the m=< s&o
huu..uw.,.. off the mn..m..ﬂn Statc Building and says everyihe
ing’s fine as he passes the tenth floor. .

Ehrlich has a point here, but it’s not good enough. He
has made very mwmﬁwn ﬁnm%nﬁonm concerning global
famine and economic collapse, which haven’t come to
pass. At the same time, Simon’s predictions nmmma_:n
thé same "things rﬂ.m been much closer to reality. ">

 Simon’s case is that the Malthusian vision of the fu.
ture has not come to pass because population growth un- -

- leashes things that force people.tq learn how to do more

with ‘less;: as Buckminster - Fuller used to say, _.and
.moreover make doing more with less profitable. :
Hn s now :v 8 m_z.rn: 8 vwcn_._nm some mnﬁacm_nm:%

ety AR B R
Ea el LRSS P1T SR AR

.nmgﬁm him won’t cut it any more. .
- Ehrlich says En._.mmo:,nnm that Bmmw So:.-mu him.
‘.Eomﬂ “is the' mm&:::m capacity -of our planet tg _ucmmnn.

" enough;’

Emuw mistakes as‘ours has, that’s m:.ommun

_»:55 theory would you bet on?’

rigorous’ éxnlanations qrna 1:63? addrese mﬁmw.;.-

; critiques .and account for:the differences between his

Em&nﬁo:m and observed reality. He has to demonstrate :
convincingly that Simon is in fact piunging past the Snnu
flogr. Calling Simon a “fringe character” and nm?mEm 3 ;

itself mmmimn human impacts.” He cites global warming,
acid rain-and the ozone hole. That sounds plausible
but ‘he must show ‘with some rigor why the
dangers will become a reality and not be deflected by the

v

same forces that deflected the famin@ he expected to be

- caused by over-population and top-soil depletion, or the

economic collapse he expected to be caused 5 over-

_ nouc_mzo:.mnm materials mroﬂmmmm‘ Ifhe nm: t mo it, vm is

not going to be taken seriously.

* As for Simon,
gloating. The human population of the Earth is presently
doubling every 35 years, a rate of growth that will boost
the population to more than 10 billion by 2025 and more
than 20 billion by 2060. That is producing an’ amount of
growth that is unprecedented in human history, and it is
demonstrably causing large changes in the v_msﬂmé

i h hinct ¢n mroweo et -
envircnment, not all of which are subject to co:nr:::

3 Em_._amﬁ mownom or government 583625

m.m_.rmvm new amwm will m:os. &_m __:Emu.mvoﬁma.ﬂo.

defer the Malilsian day of reckoning, hur rhere s na

guarantee, Countries like mgn — where more than’ 50
million people are living on a strip of arable land the size
of the state of Maryland, are increasing their numbers by
one million every eight months, and are watching their
literacy rate decline — suggest that population growth
doesn’t automatically assure abundance. (Conversely, a
declining con:_mnou doesn’t'.seem to have n..mn_umm
Omamawvm mnoch_n mqos;w or n_.mmn::ﬁ.v..

" Simon essentially argues that the mm#r s resources.
: m_.m infinite, because human creativity is infinite. Com.

ing from a 3383893 ofa mumn_mm that rmm ade m

e B

he shouldn't spend too much time.
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